THE   EMPIRE   IX   ECLIPSE
divisional and army leaders they were a never-absent
crisis. Head-quarters suggested plans for a sudden swoop
on Berlin: ISJey and his fellow Marshals opposed them.
More than this the fiery Ney, looking over Jiis troops,
was forced to decline the chance of battle unless he could
be supported. Imagine this in the early days, when the
Revolution was still a fever and young Ney ready to ride
against the bugles! Compare it with the spirit that
f rumbled only when a retreat was ordered, or bayonets
ept idle in the sheath! Had it been possible to carry
out a march on Berlin in the old style there might yet have
been a bare soldier's chance of saving the Empire. But
no such move could be attempted. The men of Valrny
were silent, and the Sambre-et-Meuse already had passed
into legend.
Meanwhile an Allied thrust, carried out by more than
300,000 Russians, Austrians, Prussians, and Swedes
compelled the French to fall back from Dresden and rally
at Leipzig. By then their total strength was 170,000.
formed in a half-circle about the city with Ney, at the
head of his old 3rd Corps, on the north-east.
The early shots on the morning of October i6tr
heralded a three-day battle, during which, for part of the
time, Ney was ordered to march and counter-march
occupying a number of positions, but some withoui
definite engagement. First he was sent to the higr
ground south of the city, and marched eight miles onlj
to stand as reserve. A later move found him slight!]
advanced in the vicinity of Dosen. Then it was learn
that his original post, on the north-east, needed reinforce
ment, and clattering back through the narrow streets h<
fell in rearward of Marmont.
Darkness put an end to the first day's action. The half
circle was practically unimpaired; but the 3rd Corps ha<
been wasted.
Sunday the lyth. was dull and rain-locked, with burst
of wind playing over the squares of the Grand Arm}
There were skirmishes and firing among the outpostj